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by NORVAL F. PEASE
Professor of Applied Theology, Andrews University

A Summons
to Do
the
Impossible

Greatest Serino
Jesus was a great Preacher. He could stand in a rocking boat and hold the attention of a crowd gathered on
the beach. He could compete in the synagogue with the
professional preachers of His day. Wherever and whenever He preached, He demonstrated a unique ability to
make truth "come alive" by the use of simple but striking
illustrations. In His sermons He talked about farmers
and their crops, about village weddings and housewives
making bread. He seemed never to lack an appropriate
story to drive home His messages.
The best-known sermon of the Master is the one recorded in Matthew 5 to 7, the "Sermon on the Mount."
Despite critical theories, this sermon is no mere compilation of the sayings of Jesus. The record plainly states:
"And seeing the multitudes, He went up into a mountain:
and when He was set, His disciples came unto Him: and
He opened His mouth, and taught them." Matthew 5:1, 2.
This was a sermon. True, Jesus may have said much
more than is recorded in Matthew 5 to 7 (another much
briefer report is found in Luke 6), but these chapters
represent a reliable report of His message to a specific
congregation at a specific time. The words of the text can
admit no other interpretation.
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The most striking characteristic of the sermon is the
way in which it cuts across the most cherished foibles of
human nature. Never did a preacher hold up a more demanding standard. He challenged mankind to do things
which are very difficult for the natural man to accomplish.
For example, the Beatitudes present some very unpopular ideas. As translated in the New English Bible, they
say, "How blest are those who know that they are poor."
Who wants to admit his shortcomings and deficiencies?
"How blest are the sorrowful." Doesn't every sane person run away from sorrow?
"How blest are those of a gentle spirit." Bluster commands a better price than gentleness in the world's markets.
"How blest are those who hunger and thirst to see right
prevail." There are very few moderns who wish to become
thus involved in spiritual matters.
"How blest are those who show mercy." Who wants to
be a "do-gooder"?
"How blest are those whose hearts are pure." How
can one's heart be pure in a world where every imagination of man's heart is evil continually?
"How blest are the peacemakers," but men continue to
erect memorials to the war makers.
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Ever Preached
Most ridiculous of all from the viewpoint of many is
Jesus' statement, "How blest are those who have suffered
persecution for the cause of right." How could persecution be counted among men's blessings?
All of these beatitudes involve being different. Each
one challenges to a standard difficult to attain. Surely a
person who could qualify for each of these blessings would
be an oddball in almost any society.
Yet Jesus continues ( Authorized Version ), "Ye are the
salt of the earth," "Ye are the light of the world." How
can a person be as different as the Beatitudes demand
and still exercise a positive influence in the world?
Recently, in a visit to Westminster Abbey, I saw a
statue of one of the world's great men, William Wilberforce. It was he who, after twenty years of effort, succeeded in persuading Parliament to abolish the slave trade.
He was a very religious man of evangelical persuasion in
a day when such religious views were not popular in
England. His biographer says of him, "He had a lightness and sweetness of manner which enabled him to obey
his conscience in any society without offense. . . . He
could refuse to conform without seeming to condemn
—a rare gift."

Wilberforce is a good example of a man who accepted
the standard of humility, dedication, rightdoing, and selflessness enjoined by Christ, and yet was able to exert a
powerful influence in a society that was opposed to his
principles.
Jesus continues by presenting an entirely new and
startling approach to law. He was preaching to a people
who had been taught great reverence for law. In their
synagogues the scroll of the law was the main object of
veneration. Their scribes wrote learned treatises on the
interpretation of the law. But this new preacher presented
some shocking ideas. He said, for example, that there were
two ways of violating the sixth commandment—killing
and hating. Everyone agreed on the first point—but how
could a man be expected to refrain from hatred?
Jesus was even more revolutionary in His insistence
that there were two ways of violating the seventh commandment—immoral actions and immoral thoughts. Jesus
also shocked His hearers by stating that there was only one
proper ground for divorce, and by suggesting that a person
should "turn the other cheek" and "love his enemies." His
hearers had heard much about law, but never before had
they heard anything like this.
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Jesus' most amazing challenge was His statement recorded in Matthew 5:48: "Be ye therefore perfect, even
as your Father which is in heaven is perfect." What could
the Master mean?
The answer is found in the context. Beginning with
verse 43, the Master says in effect: Your Father in heaven
makes His sun to rise on the evil and on the good. Your
Father in heaven sends rain on the just and on the unjust.
In contrast, you love only those who love you. You salute
only your brethren. But you should be like your Father
in heaven. You should love your enemies, bless those who
curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for
those who misuse you.
This is the Master's concept of being like God. The
idea is made even more clear in the parallel text, Luke 6:
36, where we read, "Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful." To be perfect, in the sense Christ
was using the word, is to have a mature love and sympathy
for friend and enemy alike—as God does.
Chapter six of the Gospel of Matthew is an appeal for
humility and trust. It was common for Jesus' listeners to
give alms. Jesus did not object to almsgiving, but He said
to do it in secret. His listeners were also accustomed to
praying in public, and again He told them to pray in the
closet with the door closed behind them. Fasting was
common in that day, and He said one should not let anyone know when he fasted. This measure of humility must
have seemed strange to His listeners.
Then He urged them not to try to get rich but rather
to make material things secondary in their lives. How
contrary to human nature!
Probably the heaviest burden Jesus laid on His listeners was that of chapter seven, verse one, when He said,
"Judge not." Man is continually evaluating his fellowmen. He looks with contempt on those whom he believes
to be below him, with envy on those whom he knows to
be above him, and with suspicion on those whom he is
forced to recognize as his equals. Nearly every conversation is punctuated with judgments—many of them biased
and unfair. We are all guilty; yet Jesus says we will be
judged as we judge others.
He then challenges His followers to dare to be different. In contrast to a broad way, He points them to a
narrow way and requires that they enter therein. How
hard it is for the normal person to be different! How few
are willing to pay this price!
Thank God, there are some who have the courage to
stand alone. In the Toronto Telegram of February 27,
1965, under the heading, "Faiths of the Famous," was the
story of Donald M. Fleming, former cabinet member, and
later connected with the largest law firm in Canada. His
interviewer quotes him as saying, regarding a troubled
time in his political career, "Never a day went by that I
did not pray." He concluded the interview by declaring,
"In my own life I have experienced the grace of God in
Jesus Christ; and if this is theologically conservative, then
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I am theologically conservative." It takes courage for a
man in public life to go on record like this for his faith.
Few such men are willing to enter the narrow way.
Jesus then reminds His followers that profession is
not enough. "Not everyone that saith unto Me, Lord, Lord,
shall enter into the kingdom of heaven." God demands
followers, not mere admirers. The will of God is important. A commitment to obedience is vital. There is no
other way.
From His mountain pulpit Jesus stands in judgment on
the entire world. He condemns the pride of the world—
"Blessed are the poor in spirit." He condemns the hatred
of the world—"Love your enemies." He condemns the
greed of the world—"Seek ye first the kingdom of God."
He condemns the hypocrisy of the world—"Many will
say unto me, Lord, Lord." He condemns the lust of the
world—"If thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out." He
condemns the inhumanity of the world—"Judge not." He
condemns the anxiety of the world—"Do not be anxious"
(N.E.B.). The world stands at the foot of that mountain,
condemned but not repentant.
Jesus' sermon also judges us who profess to be Christians. As we consider His high ideals, we are tempted to
say, "This is not for me. The standard is too high." Was
Jesus mocking us when He preached this sermon? No!
The answer is in the realm of faith. If we believe in Him
who preached the sermon, He has promised to make it
possible for us to reach the standards of the sermon. It is
impossible to follow His teachings without His grace;
and it is impossible for His grace to work in our behalf
apart from our faith.
Let us imagine ourselves among the group who were
in Jesus' congregation that day. It is really not hard to do
so, for His message is as modern as this morning's newspaper. If we had been in the group, we would have been
impressed by Jesus' closing illustration. He contrasts the
house built on the sand and the house built on the rock.
"Whosoever heareth these sayings of Mine, and doeth
them," is compared to a man who builds a house on the
rock.
A few years ago, I visited a town that had recently
been shaken by an earthquake. Along the main street of
the town the buildings that had been built cheaply and
carelessly were shaken down. The well-built structures
were standing. The comparison is like that of Jesus' story.
The meaning is clear—a storm is coming and those who
would weather it must prepare for it in the way outlined
in the Sermon on the Mount.
A great artist was spending a weekend in a large city
and was asked by his host where he would like to attend
church. He replied, "Take me to a preacher who will
challenge me to do the impossible." Jesus did just that
in the Sermon on the Mount. But His ministry was more
than a challenge to do the impossible; through His grace
He provides the ability to do the impossible. This is the
[END)
glory of the gospel.

